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This paper provides a review of studies on L2 lexical stress perception and 
production of learners of different ages and a variety of linguistic backgrounds. The first 
section outlines general information about pronunciation teaching and the role of 
suprasegmentals within it. The second section with its corresponding subsections is 
dedicated to the description of the foundational suprasegmental feature – stress and its 
effects on the other linguistic units. The third section considers learners’ age and the L1 
as possible factors that may influence the L2 learning process. Finally, section five is a 
review of some relevant theories, such as Parameter (Re)Setting and Contrastive 
Analysis Hypothesis as well as the phonological and phonetic approaches, supported by 
empirical studies.  
 







































1. Introduction  
The main goals of most language learners are understanding other speakers and 
making themselves understood. When it comes to English, in order to achieve 
successful communication with native or non-native speakers of English, learners, other 
than being immersed in grammar and vocabulary, need to be aware of the fundamental 
principles of English pronunciation. The idée fixe of the traditional approaches to 
pronunciation teaching up to the 1960s was native-like pronunciation, and the focus was 
on all segmental aspects of the language. According to the nativeness principle, 
achieving native-like pronunciation was both feasible and preferable (Levis, 2005). 
However, contemporary approaches favour comfortable intelligibility, defined as “a 
pronunciation which can be understood with little or no conscious effort on the part of 
the listener” (Abercrombie, 1956, quoted in Brown, 1991, p. 48). Comfortable 
intelligibility can be achieved through an emphasis on selected segmental as well as 
suprasegmental features that put on a pedestal the most important information in the 
stream of speech (Grant & Brinton, 2014).    
Although all suprasegmental features are important in L2 phonological learning, 
this paper will focus on the acquisition of English stress since it is the basic prosodic 
feature that not only sets a course for the rest of suprasegmentals but is also relevant to 
other components of the English language (Solé, 1991). One of the advantageous or 
disadvantageous factors in the acquisition of stress might be learner’s linguistic 
background. According to Lado (1957)’s Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH), L1 
phonological patterns have a bearing on L2 pronunciation, and consequently, the 
acquisition of features that are shared among L1 and L2 are relatively easier than the 






that the earlier the exposure to the target language, the better, since the ability to achieve 
native-like competence declines over time (Lenneberg, 1967; Scovel, 1988, cited in 
Lantolf, 1990). Therefore, the aim of this paper is to explore to what extent learners’ age 
is an obstacle to the perception and production of L2 stress and how can learners’ 
linguistic backgrounds either help or prevent them from acquiring this prosodic feature.   
 
2. Different Approaches to Pronunciation Teaching from Historical Perspectives 
Celce–Murcia, Brinton & Goodwin (1996) posit that, compared to vocabulary 
and grammar, pronunciation has been understudied for a long time. Towards the end of 
the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, foreign language pronunciation 
was taught through the Direct Method, which was based on the observations on L1 
acquisition. Thus, similarly to babies’ language-learning process, it implied teaching L2 
through the intuitive-imitative prism. The intuitive-imitative approach relied on 
learners’ capacity to listen and repeat sounds and rhythmic patterns of a foreign 
language without any help of explicit instructions (Celce-Murcia et al., 1996).  
It was not until the 1940s and 1950s, when the Reform Movement in the United 
States contributed much to Audiolingualism and the Oral Approach - in Great Britain, 
that pronunciation teaching through the analytic-linguistic scope came under the 
spotlight (Celce-Murcia et al., 1996). Hence, teachers in the middle of the 20th century 
began integrating transcription systems as well as diagrams illustrating the place and the 
manner of articulation of sounds as a complementary approach to their Direct Method 
classrooms (Celce-Murcia et al., 1996). However, the eager attention towards 






in the 1960s, under the influence of generative grammar, which maintained that 
achieving native-like pronunciation was an unrealistic goal for foreign language 
learners, and their main focus should be on grammar and vocabulary of the target 
language (Celce-Murcia et al., 1996). 
As for the 1970s, two new approaches, namely the Silent Way and the 
Community Language Learning (CLL) added to the pronunciation teaching techniques. 
The Silent Way was similar to the analytic-linguistic approach in that both were paying 
attention to the sound system of the target language. Yet, Silent Way learners were not 
being taught explicit linguistic information, such as the International Phonetic Alphabet 
(IPA) chart. In this approach, the focal point was suprasegmentals (such as stress, 
rhythm, and intonation), making up units of speech (Celce-Murcia et al., 1996). As 
Celce-Murcia et al. (1996) point out, “proponents claim[ed] that this enable[d] Silent 
Way learners to sharpen their own inner criteria for accurate production” (p. 5). In the 
case of the CLL, pronunciation was taught through an interactive method, in which 
learners would say utterances in their native languages and the counsellor would 
provide them with corresponding translations of the utterances in the target language. 
The translated utterances should have been repeated by the learners and tape-recorded 
so that they could listen to their pronunciation and eliminate the flaws they might have 
had (Celce-Murcia et al., 1996). 
Finally, contemporary approaches postulate that considering successful 
communication is the primary goal of learners of English as a foreign language (EFL), 
teaching pronunciation is essential since there is “a threshold level” (Celce–Murcia et 
al., 1996, p. 7) for EFL students which most likely will prevent them from achieving 






perfect, native-like pronunciation, for the most part, is a futile expectation on the part of 
non-native learners, the threshold level is still surmountable, which is enough for the 
purpose of being easily understood (Grant & Brinton, 2014). Therefore, contemporary 
approaches favour comfortable intelligibility and comprehensibility, which can be 
achieved through the combination of carefully selected segmental and suprasegmental 
features (Grant & Brinton, 2014). Regarding the definitions of the terms, intelligibility 
is defined as the degree to which the listener can grasp the speaker's message, while 
comprehensibility is the amount of effort the listener puts in to understand the 
transmitted information (Grant & Brinton, 2014).  
 
3. Suprasegmentals: Stress 
Considering current approaches to foreign language teaching are leaning towards 
comfortable intelligibility, suprasegmental features come into play. Suprasegmentals, as 
Grant & Brinton (2014) explain, “are features of pronunciation that stretch over phrases 
or short sentences” (p. 16). In fact, some authors argue that suprasegmental features 
play a more important role in the flow of speech than segmental features since they 
highlight the foremost information in phrases and sentences. For instance, Solé (1991) 
claims that stress and rhythm are the pillars of English pronunciation. Especially stress, 
which exceeds prosodic/non-prosodic level and is relevant to other domains of 
language, such as, for instance, morphology, grammar, and semantics. There are two 
levels of stress in English, namely word stress and sentence stress, and these concepts 
are going to be addressed in the next few sections.  
 
 
